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Abstract
Research on mindsets has suggested that people who believe their in-
tellectual abilities and talents are works in progress that can be developed
(growth mindset) enjoy an advantage over those who believe these aspects
are set at birth (fixed mindset) because people with growth mindsets main-
tain motivation and positive attitudes during failures and are more willing
to embrace new challenges. Since second language (L2) acquisition is a
long process marked by failures and challenges, this study aims at explor-
ing the connection between L2 motivation and growth mindsets. This
study relies on a quantitative questionnaire given to second year Japanese
university students (N＝128) that assesses mindsets and motivation,
including three aspects of Zoltán Dörnyei’s L2 Motivational Self System.
Results suggested that the participants generally leaned towards growth
over fixed mindsets, but not strongly so. Regarding the relationship be-
tween mindsets and motivation, statistically significant correlational results
suggested that maintaining a growth mindset was also positively connected
to an increased motivation to study English and a belief that future
English competency was possible.
I. Introduction
How constrained are you by your intellectual aptitude and natural talent? Some
people imagine that these core aspects of themselves are set at birth and remain
constant throughout life while others operate under the assumption that personal ex-
perience can modify fundamental intelligence and raw talent. Beliefs concerning
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these aspects of human malleability and potential can be plotted somewhere on a
spectrum between the poles of what psychologist Carol Dweck (2006) has labeled
“fixed mindsets” and “growth mindsets”.
Dweck’s mindset research has consistently suggested that mindsets dramatically
affect how people conceptualize and deal with failures and how they approach new
challenges. People with fixed mindsets tend to react negatively to setbacks, which
they consider to be evidence that they have bumped up against the static terminus of
their ability. On the other hand, people with growth mindsets are likely to have
positive attitudes toward setbacks. Similarly, new challenges are embraced for their
learning potential by people with growth mindsets, but for those with fixed mind-
sets, struggling through a task merely reflects their limitations.
The resulting attributes associated with fixed mindsets, including excessive risk
aversion, reduced effort, limited goal orientations, and negative attribution responses
(Dweck, 2006), can stifle development. After all, a willingness to embrace novel
experiences, ideas, and challenges that reach beyond current abilities is the essence
of education and development. In most facets of life, the negative aspects of having
a fixed mindset can be somewhat mitigated through gradual learning where
challenges are minimized and success is all but guaranteed; in short, reducing risks
by firmly remaining in an educational comfort zone.
Unfortunately, most stages of second language (L2) learning do not afford the
learner a comfort zone. Learning any L2 is a long and arduous process where per-
ceived failures and new challenges are ongoing (Horwitz, 2001). In most classroom
English interactions, especially when less structured, learners are constantly
reminded of receptive and productive L2 limits by things like teacher feedback on
writing tasks, furrowed brows of student interlocutors, the inability to completely
grasp aural instructions, and their own struggles to express themselves. Although
mindset research has mainly been conducted in general education settings (Lou &
Noels; 2016), extrapolated research results suggest that L2 students with fixed mind-
sets would probably find the relentless new challenges and perceived failures due to
their interlanguage limitations particularly vexing over time. The result of holding a
fixed mindset, therefore, may be manifest in decreased English learning motivation.
Zoltán Dörnyei’s (2005) Second Language Motivational Self System (L2MSS)
is an empirically validated construct used to measure learners’ motivational profiles
(e.g. Cacali, 2014; Dörnyei, 2009; Lamb, 2012; Ryan, 2009; Taguchi et al., 2009).
The L2MSS is composed of three factors: the ideal L2 self, the ought-to self, and
the L2 learning experience. The ideal L2 self refers to the learner’s ability to realis-
tically imagine future self-images where he or she is a proficient user of English.
The theory suggests that learners who can readily imagine desirable future projec-
tions of L2 fluency will be motivated to reduce the uncomfortable discrepancy
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between their current selves and their linguistically more competent projections. The
ought-to self concerns motivation related to external social pressures of others’
expectations, “attributes that one believes one ought to possess (i.e. various duties,
obligations, or responsibilities) in order to avoid possible outcomes’ (Dörnyei, 2005:
105-6). Finally, L2 learning experience concerns learners’ attitudes toward their
immediate studying experiences. The L2MSS’s tripartite formulation provides the
opportunity for testing the interaction between growth mindsets and three contributing
factors to motivation.
The purpose of this study was to explore aspects of Japanese university partici-
pants’ mindsets and L2 motivation. More specifically, the research sought to answer
two broad research questions:
1. What is the general fixed-growth mindset and motivational profile of
Japanese university students from the sample?
2. How do growth mindsets interact with aspects of motivation in the tripartite
L2MSS?
II. Methodology
The participants (N＝128) were second year private university students in
Japan. The university was ranked in the top 50 in Japan, so students would have
been accustomed to some academic rigor that would have tested their mettle prior to
admission (Education, 2017). This may have filtered the population for a particular
mindset, which should be kept in mind when generalizing to other populations. In a
clear case of opportunity sampling, the participants were drawn from the
researcher’s English classes in a science and technology department.
The instrument comprised 22 Likert scale items covering five multi-item con-
structs. Following the precedent of Ryan (2008:137-9), who found traditional five-
point scales produced less committal answers and reduced data normality due to
Japanese participants’ tendency to gravitate toward the neutral middle answer, the
questionnaire used a six-point Likert scale. The three constructs from the L2MSS,
ideal L2 self (4 items), ought-to self (4 items), and L2 learning experience (4
items), were included. The L2MSS questions came verbatim or were adapted from
previous research (i.e. Cacali, 2014; Ryan, 2008; Taguchi et al., 2009; Ueki &
Taguchi, 2012). A motivational criterion measure based on students’ self-reported
levels of motivation (5 items) was also included. The mindset construct focused on
students’ growth mindsets (5 items) and the questions were taken and adapted to the
participants from Dweck (2006) or sources inspired by her research (e.g. Shipley,
2016). Most of the items were previously implemented with Japanese secondary
school participants with success (Cacali, 2014), but the growth mindset construct
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was untested. To add rigor to the test, three of the five mindset items were nega-
tively worded. Finally, the untested items were translated into Japanese and the in-
strument was compiled.
The questionnaire was given during regular class hours by the researcher after
a short introduction speech that explained the project in general terms, assured
anonymity, and appealed for honest responses. Students who opted into the study
voluntarily signed permission forms written in Japanese that guaranteed protection
from any manner of untoward consequences. Despite such assurances, it should be
noted that there is no guarantee that participants were not influenced by their
relationship to their instructor when answering the questions. After sufficient time
was afforded to complete the questionnaires and permission forms, they were
collected and the data was input into SPSS version 24 for further analysis.
Cronbach’s alpha (α) reliability coefficients and inter-item mean correlations
were calculated (Table 1) to ensure the multi-item scales effectively captured the
targeted constructs. Cronbach’s α. values over .70 are commonly recommended
(Nunnally, 1978; Pallant, 2005). As Table 1 shows, all but the growth mindset
construct (α＝.65) satisfy this recommendation. Since the number of items used con-
siderably impacts Cronbach’s α values, researchers with scales relying on only a few
items, as was the case here, have alternatively followed Briggs and Cheek’s (1986:
115) recommendation that relies on inter-item mean correlations (r). Briggs and
Cheek suggested that multi-item scales may be acceptable if r ＞.20, which includes
the r＝.28 value produced by the growth mindset scale. A number of researchers
(e.g. Dörnyei, 2010; Dörnyei & Csizér, 2002; Lamb, 2012; Ryan, 2009) have previ-
ously proceeded with α ＞.60 based on acceptable r ＞.20 values, so based on these
precedents, the constructs were deemed sufficient to continue with statistical
analysis.
III. Results and Discussion
Descriptive statistics were calculated to get a sense of the students’ question-
Table 1 Cronbach alpha and intern-item correlations of multi-item scales






















naire responses and to answer the first research question, “What is the general fixed-
growth mindset and motivational profile of Japanese university students from the
sample?” For the growth mindset construct, there was only one population tested, so
there are no points of comparative reference. For the L2MSS, however, the
researcher had previously given identical questions to Japanese high school (HS)
seniors (N＝121) from an academically oriented school where about 70% of
students go on to attend university, so some loose comparisons can be made.
The left side of Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations for each
construct. The mean for growth mindset (M＝3.78) was the highest of any construct,
suggesting that participants tended to lean toward the belief that intelligence and
talent can change through experience. This tendency should not be overstated,
however, because even though it was the highest mean, it still only corresponded to
a number approaching the “somewhat agree” mark on the Likert scale. The lowest
mean responses concerned the ideal L2 self (M＝2.60). Though slightly higher than
with HS participants (M＝2.16), this low number suggested participants found it
difficult to imagine themselves as competent future users of English. The positive
L2 learning experience construct had the second highest mean score (M＝3.60),
which was higher than the HS group (M＝3.41). This was not surprising because
third year HS students spend a lot of their study time memorizing vocabulary and
wrestling with difficult grammatical forms in preparation for their all-important uni-
versity entrance exams. The remainder of the constructs were nearly identical
(±.07) between the HS and university populations, suggesting some generalizability.
Once descriptive statistics provided a general sense of the responses, bivariate
Pearson correlations were calculated to ascertain the relationship between the
constructs. This statistical operation aimed at addressing the second research question,
“How do growth mindsets interact with aspects of motivation in the tripartite
L2MSS?” The right side of Table 2 presents the correlation matrix. Beginning with
the criterion measure of self-reported motivated learning behavior, it became clear
that there was a positive connection between the L2MSS and the participant’s moti-
Table 2 Means, Standard Deviation, and Pearson Correlation Matrix for variables
M SD 1 2 3 4
1 Motivated learning behavior
2 Ideal L2 self
3 Ought-to self
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vation. Correlational effect size is commonly designated as small (±0.1), medium
(±0.3), or large (±0.5) (Field, 2018), so ideal L2 self (r＝.43) and ought-to self
(r＝.40) both showed medium effects while L2 learning experience (r＝.60) regis-
tered a large effect. Furthermore, all three motivational predictors were statistically
significant (p＜.01). Though correlation is not causation, these results suggested that
a positive learning experience held the most significant connection to motivation,
but that learners’ imagined ideal future L2 selves and social pressures should not be
overlooked.
Turning more specifically to mindsets, the interaction between the L2MSS and
growth mindsets revealed some interesting results. First, growth mindsets have a
statistically significant (p＜.01) positive correlation to the self-reported motivated
learning behavior (r＝.26) and to the ideal L2 self (r＝.31). The two correlations’
effect sizes were small and medium respectively. Growth mindsets were not statisti-
cally significantly correlated to ought-to self (r＝−.02) or L2 learning experience
(r＝.16).
These results suggested that participants with growth mindsets were more likely
to be motivated to study English in the present and also more able to imagine desir-
able future self-images of English competency. The medium effect size for ideal L2
self was understandable as it requires a certain optimism regarding changeability
and development for someone to believe that English competency awaits in the
future when it remains out of reach in the present. The slight negative correlation
between growth mindsets and the ought-to self indicated there was essentially no re-
lationship between growth mindsets and motivation drawn from external social ex-
pectations and obligations. Apparently believing in the ability to improve essential
aspects of oneself is not necessarily connected to an ability to change the
expectations of others.
IV. Conclusion
Past research has found that holding the belief that intelligence can be
improved through experience led to more positive reactions to setbacks, more moti-
vation to accept new challenges, and better educational outcomes (Dweck, 1999).
The current study explored participants’ mindsets and their connection to L2 learning
motivation. The first research question concerned the general profile of the
participants. The data suggested participants tended to lean toward having growths
mindset over fixed mindsets, but not dramatically so. Regarding the L2MSS,
participants reported mildly positive learning experiences and some motivation based
on social obligations, but most found it somewhat difficult to imagine themselves as
competent English speakers in the future. The second research question involved the
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interaction between mindsets and the L2MSS. Not surprisingly, the strongest
correlations with motivation were found with the three aspects of the L2MSS.
Moreover, statistically significant correlational results suggested that maintaining a
growth mindset was also positively correlated with an increased motivation to study
English and a belief that future English competency was possible. Since mindsets
were connected to motivation, it would have been encouraging if the Japanese
university participants reported stronger growth mindsets in the study. Fortunately,
research has demonstrated that mindsets can be changed through mindset
interventions or self-realizations (Dweck, 2006; Lou & Noels; 2016; Yeager &
Dweck, 2012). Possible educational implications and further research should center
on mindset interventions. The current research linked motivation to growth mindsets
so mindset interventions may be a viable way to increase L2 motivation; future
research is needed to test this hypothesis.
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